
G.R. No. 183622. February 08, 2012 (Case Brief / Digest)

© 2024 - batas.org | 1

### Title:
Merope Enriquez Vda. De Catalan vs. Louella A. Catalan-Lee: A Legal Examination of the
Administration of Intestate Estate and Recognition of Foreign Divorce in Philippine
Jurisdiction

### Facts:
This case revolves around the intestate estate of Orlando B. Catalan, a naturalized American
citizen. After allegedly obtaining a divorce in the United States from his first wife, Felicitas
Amor, he married petitioner Merope Enriquez Vda. De Catalan. Orlando died intestate in the
Philippines on 18 November 2004.

Subsequently, two petitions for the issuance of letters of administration were filed: one by
petitioner Merope Enriquez on 28 February 2005 (Spec. Proc. No. 228) and another by
respondent Louella A. Catalan-Lee, Orlando’s daughter from his first marriage, on 3 March
2005 (Spec. Proc. No. 232). These cases were consolidated. The petitioner moved for the
dismissal of Spec. Proc. No. 232 on the ground of litis pendentia, while the respondent
challenged  the  petitioner’s  qualification,  citing  a  previous  bigamy  case  involving  the
petitioner.

The Regional Trial Court (RTC) dismissed the petitioner’s application, finding the petitioner
not an “interested party” due to an alleged valid and subsisting previous marriage when she
married  Orlando.  This  judgment  contradicted  a  prior  RTC  finding  that  acquitted  the
petitioner of bigamy, recognizing that Orlando’s divorce was not valid under Philippine law,
thus rendering the marriage to the petitioner invalid. The Court of Appeals (CA) affirmed
the RTC’s decision, rejecting the petitioner’s litis pendentia argument and agreeing that she
was not considered an interested person in Orlando’s estate.

### Issues:
1. Was the principle of litis pendentia applicable to the consolidation of petitions for letters
of administration?
2. Did the CA err in its interpretation of the petitioner’s qualification as an interested party
in the administration of Orlando’s estate?
3.  Is  the  recognition  of  a  foreign  divorce  obtained  by  a  naturalized  American  citizen
pertinent, and its subsequent marriage valid, under Philippine law?

### Court’s Decision:
The Supreme Court reversed the CA and RTC’s decisions. It clarified that:
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1. Litis pendentia was not applicable because each petition for letters of administration
involved different petitioners without overlapping parties or interests.
2. The CA’s rationale was flawed in dismissing the petitioner’s interest in the estate based
on  a  misunderstood  application  of  Philippine  law  regarding  foreign  divorces  and  the
assumption of the petitioner’s alleged bigamy.
3. The principle established in prior cases, such as Van Dorn v. Romillo, Jr., and Garcia v.
Recio, pertaining to the recognition of foreign divorces and their impact on subsequent
marriages, had not been correctly applied. The established doctrine that a valid divorce
obtained by a foreign spouse allows for remarriage under Philippine law was reiterated.

### Doctrine:
This case underscores the doctrine that recognizes foreign divorces obtained by Filipino
citizens or naturalized foreign citizens, particularly aligning with the principles of comity,
allowing them to  remarry  under  Philippine  law.  Additionally,  the  case  emphasizes  the
necessity of proving foreign law or judgments through specific evidentiary standards.

### Class Notes:
– **Litis Pendentia**: Requires identity of parties, rights asserted, and reliefs prayed for.
Not applicable in consolidated special proceedings of this nature.
– **Interested Party in Estate Administration**: Key determinants include legal standing and
qualification, affected by validity of marriage which in turn can be influenced by recognition
of foreign divorces.
–  **Foreign  Divorce  Recognition**:  Philippine  law  recognizes  foreign  divorces  if  valid
according to the national law of the foreign spouse, enabling remarriage. Essential proof
includes evidence of the foreign law and the divorce decree.
– **Doctrine of Comity**: Facilitates the recognition of foreign legal judgments, including
divorces, within the bounds of local policy and law.

### Historical Background:
The recognition of foreign divorces in the Philippines reflects the intersection of national
sentiments on marriage and global mobility. Philippine law traditionally prohibits divorce,
underscoring the sanctity of marriage. However, the increasing number of Filipinos living
abroad and entering into marriages with foreigners necessitated a pragmatic approach to
foreign divorces. Thus, through jurisprudence, the Philippines has navigated a middle path,
acknowledging the validity  of  foreign divorces  for  naturalized citizens  or  their  foreign
spouses, while maintaining the general prohibition of divorce for Filipino citizens residing
within its jurisdiction.


